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00:31 
CD: How did you feel about your ship the Oklahoma? 


JB: I loved the Oklahoma, that was my first ship. There was something about it, 
it wasn’t as regulated as most of the ships were, we had a, we had a nice captain, 
Captain Foyde was a commanding officer on board and uh, it just uh, (01:00) it 
was a good group, that’s something about that I like. Course that was my first 
home away from home, but I really liked the Oklahoma. 


01:14 
CD: Could you walk me through the day of December 7", what you saw, what 
you heard, your experiences? 


JB: Well about (coughs) I was getting ready to uh, sorta clean the space down 
there and I got me a big bucket of water from the carpenter shop, see my living 
space was down on the first platform in the ship, aft, that is as far as you can go, 
its back by the rudders and screws and all that, its where the quarter master 
lived. And I was getting ready to uh clean the space (02:00) and I just so 
happened I was out in the passage way and I heard this word, they passed the 
word, ‘Japanese planes attacking Ford Island, this is no’ they used a four letter 
word, now you don’t use that under any circumstances, one MCs and the navy. 
So, that got my attention right away, I knew this was a real McCoy. And an 
ensign in the navy passed that word and his name was Ensign Rummel and he’d 
made four stripper so it didn’t hurt him to much I guess. So, anyway from then 
we Sort of looked... 


02:43 
CD: Can you hold on one second please? (background noise) 


02:57 
CD: You were talking about the ensign. 


JB: Ensign Rummel, he was the one that came by and passed the word, ‘attack 
on Ford Island, this is no’ and he used a four letter word. And it was Mitch 
Copney and for saying Arizona Memorial I’m going to say ‘this is no drill’. But 
anyway, he passed the word and went on up to his uh control station was his 
number four turret, that’s how it got started, didn’t uh we tried to man, set up a 
generals quarters back there and man the phones and make contact with the 
bridge and other stations. But before we could get set up with our phones and all 


we got hit by three rapid (04:00) torpedoes just ‘boom, boom, boom’ and the ship 
really shook and the bow raised up out of the water like and set back down 
again. And uh... 


04:17 
CD: Hold on a second. (background noise) 


05:09 
CD: So the bow lifted up? 


JB: The bow lifted up and just sort of set back down in the water just set back 
down, at first I thought we were firing our 14 inch guns. Then soon after that our 
lights went out, and our emergency battle lights are suppose to come on, but 
they didn’t come on and uh, then we got hit by one or two more torpedoes and 
they were dropping bombs all around us back aft I could feel them like the 
Arizona and West Virginia and those uh, behind us and the Tennessee (06:00). 
And anyway, soon after that... 


06:07 
CD James I have to stop you again. (background noise) 


06:27 
CD So the lights were out and you got hit twice more. 


JB: The lights were out and we got hit at least twice more. Then, the ship started 
turning to port, the port side and uh so picture yourself in that compartment and 
spare parts all over the (07:00) place and uh, for the electrical and we had some 
dumb bells down there for the rafters to, they hadn’t been secured yet. And uh, 
all of them became missile like, and that and the compasses and everything down 
there, everything started breaking loose, and to me, I was, I was back on the port 
side by the box, on the port side of the compartment, oh the compartment is 
about 40 feet long and 30 feet wide and 10 foot high all together, but there's 
Spaces and wires, there were warenets in between it, but that's the size of the 
compartment really to start with. (08:00) And anyways it was turning to port and 
I was going to run to the high side, so I put my hand on this locker, on the 
bunked locker and I got my thumb stuck in it and I couldn't get it out, they just 
put lockers in there and it took two guys to set up these lockers and I moved it 
with my left hand. So you can see what a guy can do when he gets all excited, so 
anyway I got, I got the thumb out not knowing till lot later that my thumb was 
broke, it never bother me anymore 

that, so finally when the ship settled it turned over 151 degrees (09:00) and all 
this stuff in this space you had no lights or nothing and it was all stacking up 
everywhere, then it stuck in the mud the mast. The mast was I think 144 feet 
high seemed like, so when that there turned over, stuck in the mud it was a 151 
degrees when it turned over. So, we uh, we sort of had to get your thoughts after 
that, hell you didn't know where you were you know, and uh so we sat there, the 
whole group within one sort of together and we got to talkin' about the tiller 
room which is aft, its only a small compartment aft and we were... 


09:58 
CD: James I' m going to have to stop you. (background noise) 


10:22 
CD: So we're upside down in this ship in the compartment with you. 


JB: We're upside down in the compartment and uh, no lights no, emergency, 
battle letters, or nothing came on. And the only light we had was the first class 
electrician made in there, he had a flashlight to start with, and he was an 
electrician and he had a flashlight and he did all the shining and checking things 
out were they were. So, after a (11:00) fashion there water started coming in 
the space, our space and uh it was coming from an old vent system they had 
these duck vent systems, these old rattled vent systems, they had to screw 'em 
down to close them but nobody had time to do that before the Japs attacked, so 
that's where the water was coming, from the open vent system, so we were 
getting water in through that. So we started uh, getting clothes or anything we 
could find like a blanket or anything else and stick it in the hole you know to stop 
the water from running. And you sort of stop it in one place and it'd break 
(12:00) out somewhere else, if you could see all this stuff it'd be a little better 
but the only thing we had was his flashlight. So, anyway that, we finally opened 
the tiller room aft, I'm sure we did, some of them say so and some say no, I'm 
pretty sure we did, to let some water go, but I'm not sure how much it helped. 
But, anyway we sorta sit there for a little bit and uh, and that water started 
coming in it had oil in it, you could, hey that oil that stuff was strong you could 
just, and it was coming in. And then some time, we were in there for (13:00) 
almost 36 hours so time, I lost track of time I'm not sure just when thing really 
started. But uh, after I fashioned, I guess it was the next morning, we started 
beating on the bulk head, we had two wrenches one of them was a dog wrench 
that, that fit the bits and the other was what our jocks used for tightening up 
their gear, its a bigger wrench and we took turns beating on the bulk head with 
that. And uh, I guess we did that the whole time, we'd get an answer but from 
underwater its hard to locate where its coming from, they didn't know. Then all 
of a sudden they'd quit, well I said 'their taking a coffee break or something I 
guess’ because their not doing anything (14:00) you know. Then they'd come 
back and what was happening was they were running into oil tanks and they'd 
have to stop and go back and go around and go to some other space to get to the 
guys. In fact uh, there were five spaces that they cut 32 men out of. Now thats all 
5 spaces, and in my group I was in, there were only 2 guys that got cut out of the 
ship after me and that was uh, in the forward compressor room. In we were the 
next, there were 8 of us in there and we were, well we were (15:00) just standin' 
there beating on the bulk heads and you could hear them and you could hear the 
bullets hit the deck and uh, the bombs falling, you couldn't see nothing but you 
had a good idea of what was going on. And eventually we uh, and the guy 
showed up there and he must have had a blue print because uh I was standing in 
water up to my waist before we were cut out and I was one of the taller guys so 
there some shorter than I. And uh, but they were shop eleven, from the shipyard 
were the people that cut us out, there's twenty of 'em and uh, (16:00) they got 


citations from the navy, I'm sure other people were working on the ship and all, 
but I don't know, I don't know who it was. I do know that these twenty guys from 
shop eleven received citations for cutting the 32 of us out. And uh, when we 
finally got cut out all I had on was my skivy shorts, that all I owned in the US 
world, was my skivy shorts. And uh, they, we went through, I thought it was 
straight up out of the hole, but it wasn't, we went through about four different 
spaces before they took us out. So, other words what you saw there I think was 
the starboard screw there on that ship, you'd lookin' at it you'd think it was just 
up and straight up and down (17:00) but it wasn't, it was the starboard side 
screw was what you were lookin' at. But anyway when we got up there they 
wrapped us in blankets and uh, just before they cut us out though the air was 
getting bad, you could hear each other breathin', they were breathing, we were 
losing air pretty fast because the only thing you had to breathe was the 
compressed air that was in that, was from the space it self, it wasn't coming from 
anywhere else. It was just like you turned something over and get under it and 
breathe that air as is, so we were just about to run out I think, they made it just 
in time. So from that, there's eight of us, all eight of us got out, they took us over 
to the hospital ship Solis and uh, (18:00) cleaned us up, they gave us a shot of 
brandy course thats for, uh people being under, in water and shriveling up so I 
guess, it sure helped me. I hadn't had anything to eat since Saturday, so I was 
getting a little hungry by then. So anyway they took us down, they tried to get all 
this oil stuff off of us, our face, our hair, we were in pretty bad shape. But the 
biggest part was this oily stuff that was, just the oil inside it got into your skin 
and in everything else and I couldn't eat breakfast for a year after that. But 
anyway, they took us there and they cleaned us up and gave us one of them navy 
pair (19:00) of pajamas and the next morning, they got us a suit of dungarees 
from somewhere and uh, they sent us over to the naval station there and there 
were some yeomans sittin’ behind desks, about three of them and had ships 
names on them. So, you really had a choice on what ship you wanted to go to. 
Well, the crew, the Helena sounded good because it was built in 1939 and this 
was 1941 so it sounded new, you know 15 gun, 6 inch cruiser so to me it sounded 
pretty good. So anyway I went aboard and it was going in dry dock number two, I 
didn't know at the time but it had a torpedo in the engine room of it, it was a 
casualty too. So, (20:00) uh, from there that they, I didn't get assigned to the 
ship until the 24th of December and this was on the 9th I guess I went aboard 
and we sort of hung out. I think they have guys everywhere and they helped and 
tried to bust our ball together and find out where was what... 


20:28 
CD: One second we have a noise outside. (background noise) 


20:47 
CD: You say that there was eight of you in that room right? 


JB: Yes. 


CD: What was the mood in that room once you realized that you were in a tough 
situation? How did you all get along? 


21:00 

JB: Well we got along great, just as something, so most, we were all young 
except one first class, well hey, I was 19 1⁄2, I didn't think anything else rather 
than hey, we was gonna be cut out you could hear the people you know, 
knocking so I had no idea I wasn't going to get out so that was my attitude. 
Course, I guess a few of them had a little silent prayer you know, once in a while 
going on, I did, I had one or two of those. And uh, my life just, everything passed 
in front of me you know, hey I remembered everything at once and so, besides 
that, but nobody panicked, nobody panicked and uh, there's (22:00) a good 
group there. In fact we uh, we went uh, they found out I was going to the Helena 
and the most of, their strikers so they're fell in as third so they the same place to 
start with, all of them non rated guys. And uh, like I say I stay on there till the 
24" and I got assigned to the ship, they said your going to be a ships company. 
So, I got assigned to it then uh, I went to Mirror Island shipyard and got, we got 
our regular repairs in 4 months, I made second class, I got a new bride, we got 
new engines and radar, I went to the South Pacific for 13 months and 
Guadalcanal. 


23:00 
CD: Just hold right here for a minute I want to get back to the Oklahoma because 
this is a very big story. 


JB: Yeah, I know I, I, miss half of it. 


CD: That's ok, that's ok I want your experience, the history is well documented, 
but I'm interested in what you saw and felt that day, those days actually. When 
you were in there, could you describe your feeling when you saw them break 
through? 


23:35 

JB: Well I don't know it was, to see uh, you know just uh, I guess it was like 
thank God we're going to get out. You know, and uh, nobody tried to get out first, 
this, this is the thing I like about this group, I think I was uh (24:00) there's 
eight of us there then there is a total of 32 got cut out of the ship I think I was 
number 28 or 29 person who got out of the ship. So, I wasn't the last one, I 
wasn't the first one, I wasn't the biggest one either, (chuckles) there was, no 
anyway. But uh, they did, I really respected that group for that and the first 
class, his name was Thiseman, and uh I think he's up in Oregon somewhere if 
he's not, he has to be in a home or something, I haven't been able to locate. But 
his name was Ervin Theesman or Thiseman and he was a first class electrician 
like the, well we had a third class (25:00) while the rest of us were strikers. 


25:02 
CD: Could you run down the list of names of the eight people that were in there 
with you? 


JB: Yeah. Let's see, I sort of have to think about it in alphabetical order uh; A. 


Richard Artly, uh Beal, Rich- Willard Beal, then of course Yeoman Bounds, De 
Long, George de Long, Al Elis, uh, George uh, Jones, George Jones, his name is 
George Floyd Jones he's a good friend of mine, I don't know what ever happened 
to him, 'e' 'f' 'g', (26:00) Kennedy, there was Kennedy, is that seven quarter 
masters and one first class electrician mate would be the first class. I think I got 
them all, I thought I had them alphabetically like you know, I do things different. 


26:28 
CD: When you got up on the hull of that ship, two things, can you describe 
getting back out into the sun light and can you describe what you saw? 


JB: Oh, I'll tell ya the main thing really, you don't know it at the time but that air, 
the fresh air something you could breathe, number one. But uh, I had stuff in my 
eyes and stuff, but I did look around and I (27:00) never, it was a sad affair, 
smoke, ships upside down and uh the smoke, was everywhere, the water was got 
oil all in it all over it. Its just a, its just a mess, all I can say its a mess. Course I 
have to admit, that length of time, I don't think I was 100% there myself you 
know, I had to get back a little bit. Took me a while to sort of get back, get your 
breathin' and so forth again 'cause uh, I don't think we had much longer in that, 
none of us. But they did, they took us over to the hospital ship. But that was uh, 
there were ship upside down and smokin’, it was weird (28:00) it was a weird 
feeling, like going into I don't know what, watchin' some crazy movie you know, 
its unbelievable. 


28:16 
CD: Where you ever scared during those 36 hours? 


JB: I don't remember, I don't think I was ever scared during those 36 hours, I 
don't think I was ever scared, that's weird. You'd think a guy would get really 
scared during that, but the only thing I didn't think, there was no idea, I knew I 
was going to get out, this is the whole thing, I don't know why, that's the 
weirdest thing. And it seemed that most of the guys felt the same way, but there 
were one or two that talked about their home, mother, but I'm not going into any 
details, 'cause (29:00) one of them might be livin' somewhere you know. But uh, 
it did happen to one or two its kind of sad, but hey I didn't have any idea that I 
was not going to get out. I guess that was kind of a gun ho sailor, that's all I can 
Say. 


29:22 
CD: Did you hear the tapping on the ship when you got on the hull? 


JB: Yeah, yep, I could hear tapping and it was faint and after we got out there 
wasn't much more tapping could be done because there was only, I don't know 
where they could have been because there were only two more people that got 
cut out of the forward section of the ship and that was the air compressor room 
and they were the last ones, they were a guy (30:00) named, what were, Staff 
from Salt Lake City and, oh lets see, Sinners from Chula Vista. They were both 
second, one uh, Staff was a carpenters mate second class and Sinners was a 


machinist mate second and that was their station, that was the last section to 
cut, course they're not with us they both passed away. But I thought I'd get your 
(something) after that, I'm not positive about that 'cause I didn't stick around to 
long, they moved us, they got us out and went and hey the next thing I knew I 
had an old pair of dungarees on and ready for another ship you know. A lot of 
them stayed there for a year, you know being in the US Navy, I figured you 
know, their suppose to be out somewhere. 


31:01 
CD: Hold for a second. 


31:03 
End. 


